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The genre of life-writing in its current form has been evolving since Jean Jacques
Rousseau’s Confessions was published after his death in 1782. It is an elusive and amorphous
category of texts that is somewhat difficult to describe and define adequately. It serves many
varied purposes, especially in a post-colonial context; this includes not only an attempt to write
the self, but in many instances, an attempt to write the historical, social, and cultural contexts in
which the self is located. As a country, South Africa has had a unique struggle with the concept
of cultural identity in the two decades following the end of the racist apartheid regime. The white
minority, the historical colonizer in the country, has since lost power to the black majority and
has had to struggle to find its place in an evolving society. In his memoir Summertime, one of J.
M. Coetzee’s characters suggests that Coetzee never confronted the problem of white identity in
South Africa because “it might have seemed too complex a topic to be explored in a memoir
[…]—too complex or too close to the bone” (209). Ironically, in this paper I will explore how
Summertime is a self-conscious attempt at rewriting white South African identity post-apartheid
and how Coetzee eventually abandons not only the writing, but white South African identity as a
whole.
J. M. Coetzee’s Summertime is as much about the genre as it is about identity; therefore,
its unique use of life-writing must be understood even before examining how it creates identity.
Following Boyhood (1997) and Youth (2002), it is the final installment in an autobiographical
trilogy. While the previous two texts adopt a third-person narrator utilizing present tense, they
still remain well within the confines of autobiography or memoir. The structure creates a
temporal distance between the narrator and his author/subject, which does not exist in traditional
autobiographical writing; however, the reader is never confronted with contradictory information
that calls into question the validity of the content. Even a reader familiar with Coetzee’s life can
accept that Boyhood and Youth are separate endeavors from Coetzee’s fiction, and unmistakably
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autobiographical. Summertime, though, presents the reader with an immediate problem. The first
and last section are journal entries, written in Coetzee’s now characteristic present tense third
person, but they frame what is presented to the reader as a series of interviews of five individuals
who knew an author named John Coetzee in South Africa in the 1970s. The interviews are being
conducted by an academic who is referred to fleetingly as Mr. Vincent. The John Coetzee of
Summertime is dead, and Mr. Vincent is writing his posthumous biography. Further complicating
its relationship to the previous two memoirs and its validity as life-writing, Coetzee intentionally
falsifies much of the account of his life in the 1970s. However, as several scholars have
recognized, Coetzee is much less concerned with facts than with communicating the various
complex and often contradictory elements that comprise a real person’s identity. As a result, he
puts his confidence in the power of the literary over the historical (read: factual) narratives
surrounding a public figure’s life.
Interestingly, though the present of the narrative of Summertime is 2008, nearly two
decades after the end of the apartheid regime, and during the ongoing emergence of the “New
South Africa” and a Rainbow National identity, the stories actually takes place between 1972–
75, perhaps one of the most violent and oppressive periods of South African history. However,
both author J. M. and persona John Coetzee emigrated permanently to Australia in 2002, and
though it is not addressed in Summertime, the real J. M. Coetzee went so far as to become an
Australian citizen in 2006. Coetzee and all of the characters of Summertime experienced
apartheid and its eventual demise; therefore, by setting the main narrative during a period when
he was truly living in South Africa, but retaining a contemporary vantage point, Coetzee
manages to set a post-apartheid text during apartheid.
How can a critic differentiate between novel and memoir in this instance, when the
fictionalized self is created as a representation of the actual self? In an interview with David
Atwell, Coetzee explains that in his mind, “Writing is not free expression. There is a true sense
in which writing is dialogic: a matter of awakening the countervoices in oneself and embarking
upon speech with them. It is some measure of a writer’s seriousness whether he does
evoke/invoke those countervoices in himself.” He uses the term “monologic ideal” to describe
this flawed notion of authenticity in the supposed non-fiction genre. Matthew Cheney compares
Coetzee’s text to A Million Little Pieces, James Frey’s infamously fabricated memoir of
addiction; with the adoption of the third-person narrative, Coetzee effectively creates a
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persona—one that retains his name and characteristics, but is essentially a literary character
meant to represent, rather than be the self. Because of this, the casual reader does not demand the
same “honesty” from Summertime as he or she would from a more conventional piece of lifewriting. But for the literary critic, this still presents a difficulty. Whereas memoir and other
traditional life-writing require consistency—the creation of a defined self with identifiable
values, characteristics, ideology, etc.—Summertime is a collage of different voices, all of which
have different and even conflicting views of the self being written, but all of whom, most
importantly, are written by Coetzee to construct his identity, however externalized that identity
may be. For Coetzee, this strategy offers the reader a greater degree of insight into the complex
reality of his life. Facts become subordinate to ideas, and the internal dialogue (or perhaps more
appropriately, “polylogue”) creates a self-subject which embodies the instability of self-identity.
Though perhaps Summertime cannot be fairly characterized as memoir, it is without question
life-writing. What kind of life-writing, and how the genre informs the interpretation of the John
Coetzee constructed in the pages of Summertime is the subject of much scholarly investigation—
including mine.
This analysis of genre and form is especially integral to the interpretation of
Summertime’s construction of a white South African identity because the meticulous formal
manipulation of the text reflects the level of self-consciousness with which Coetzee approaches
the project, and therefore the representation of his self. John Coetzee is a writer but he is also a
white South African, and this aspect of identity is full of diffuse and sometimes paradoxical
meanings, both in Coetzee’s own life and writing, and in the South African social, cultural, and
political landscape as a whole. J. U. Jacobs describes how Coetzee’s relationship to his white
identity is reflected in Coetzee’s penchant for chiasmus throughout his works. Jacobs argues that
not only does Coetzee employ this device regularly, but that such rhetorical behavior reflects
how Coetzee interprets the world and his own identity. This interpretation is far too reductive, as
it implies both an assumption of a fixed dichotomy between Afrikaner and English, and an
orderly reconciliation of the two; however, what Jacobs does illuminate is the detachment
Coetzee feels from both of these white identities. Where Jacobs identifies dualities created by
Coetzee, suggesting a resulting identity that incorporates these oppositional forces, holding them
together like a seam, it appears that Coetzee’s relationship with his white South African identity
is far less cohesive.
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Summertime provides the reader with several perspectives on John’s identity, and it is
notable that the greatest amount of authority, at least in terms of page numbers, is divided
between Julia Kis, the daughter of Hungarian Jewish immigrants with whom Coetzee has an
affair, and his Afrikaans cousin Margot Jonker, with whom he grew up on his grandfather’s
farm. The three subsequent perspectives are considerably shorter and narrower in their capacity
to contribute to John’s identity: Martin, a former friend and colleague at the University of Cape
Town literature department; Adriana Nascimento, a Brazilian refugee who is the mother of one
of John’s students whom he pursued persistently and ultimately without success, and Sophie
DeNoel, another university colleague and woman with whom Coetzee had an affair.
Julia’s interview with Mr. Vincent is the first of the five interviews, and so it is up to
Julia to introduce John to the reader. As a Jew and an immigrant unhappily married to a South
African businessman during the period of her affair with Coetzee, Julia ought to be an outsider;
yet in the apartheid era of politicized identity, she is classified as white, and experiences the
privilege of that status. She presents herself to Mr. Vincent as extraordinarily self-assured,
empowered, and erotic, though she does hint that in her first marriage and during the affair with
Coetzee, she has been emotionally immature and naïve. Her portion of the narrative is
characterized not only by her intense sexuality, but also by John’s hopeless lack of sexual
aptitude. This serves as an interesting contrast to the other white South African men Julia
describes, such as her husband and his business associates, whom she portrays as uniformly
adulterous, greedy, and superficial. Referring to her husband’s colleagues as “men who knew
about systems, about which systems are sustainable and which are not” (27), and eventually
condemning all white South African men as speaking “as if there were some conspiracy they all
belonged to that was going to create a fake, trompe l’oeil future where no future had seemed
possible before” (53). She suggests that it is her identity as an outsider, however insignificantly it
may have affected her daily life, that allowed her the distance necessary to glean how her
husband and his peers were not only reinforcing the oppressive system, but benefiting from its
continuation, and plotting to abandon it when the inevitable chaos began. At least according to
her own account, Julia was the only member of her social circle not willingly complicit in its
continuation (54).
John also seems to understand South African identity in racial terms. Julia is the first of
all four women in Summertime to comment upon John’s physical awkwardness and
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unremarkable ability as a lover. Later, Adriana will suspect that “perhaps this is how Dutch
Protestants behave when they fall in love: prudently, long-windedly, without fire, without grace”
(172). John himself attributes his clumsy ways to a fundamental Europeanness. When John
meets Julia he is living with his father in a suburb of Capetown, and in spite of the disconnect
which seems to exist between his mind and body, he is endlessly improving his father’s house
which has fallen into disrepair. He explains to Julia many times that he is doing the work himself
not simply because it is cost-effective, but because he wishes to “overthrow the taboo on manual
labor” for white South Africans (61). John’s insistence on doing his own construction projects is
mentioned several times throughout Summertime, yet the political implications of the act are
never addressed. Rather, it appears that it is more for the whites’ benefit than blacks’, as if he
believes that the physical labor will rectify in him what he views as the soft, emasculated quality
brought about by employing generations of Africans to do all of the country’s heavy lifting. Julia
recognized John’s condemnation of the indulgent white lifestyle in his message, confessing that
“the paid labor of [her] black domestic set [her] free to have idle affairs with strange men” (61).
Yet somehow this acknowledgement of apartheid inequality is not a demand for egalitarianism,
but a lament that John, as a white man in Africa, has been deprived of the privilege of laying
concrete. It is this aspect of white South African male identity that is most distasteful to Julia.
She even criticizes their identification with the Jews:
For instance, white South Africans in those days like to think of themselves as the Jews
of Africa: […] cunning, unscrupulous, resilient, running close to the ground, hated and
envied by the tribes they ruled over. All false. [They] were not tough, they were not even
cunning. [They were] a tribe of babies looked after by slaves. (54)
Whereas John identifies as a victim, born into a system he has not created, on a continent where
he does not belong, Julia sees him and his counterparts throughout the country as helplessly
reliant on the status quo and incapable of surviving alone in Africa. Sophie echoes this
problematic tendency John has, to understanding racial identities in terms of stereotypes. She
explains that “he saw Africa through a romantic haze. He thought of Africans as embodied in a
way that had been lost long ago in Europe” (231). The cerebral and awkward John feels out of
place in Africa throughout his life, and it appears that he attributes this discomfort at least in part
to his whiteness. To John, there is something intrinsically African about the black people of the
country which he does not possess and cannot hope to attain.
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While it is easy and tempting to censure John entirely for claiming to be victimized by
apartheid while being its primary beneficiary and taking no action toward political change, it is
vital to remember that the John interpreted by Julia is only one sixth of a character. Margot,
John’s Afrikaans cousin and childhood confidant, reveals to the reader a much more sympathetic
man. Margot has at an earlier date recalled a holiday gathering on her grandfather’s farm,
Voelfontein, and Mr. Vincent has subsequently taken her story and constructed a narrative from
it. The text in Margot’s chapter of Summertime is Mr. Vincent’s interpretation of her story,
occasionally punctuated by Margot’s protests at his creative liberties. It is significant to note that,
despite the discomfort Margot occasionally expresses, the form and ethos of this section most
closely reflect those of Coetzee’s previous autobiographical works; Margot is also the only voice
present in Summertime that has known John throughout his life. Therefore, it is quite likely that
the John constructed by Margot is the most comparable to the self that Coetzee would construct,
had he followed conventional life-writing methods. This John is experiencing the homelessness
and unbelonging associated in post-colonial theory with members of a diaspora—and of course,
John is such a person. Margot offers the reader a detail of John’s childhood that is central to his
identity: he is an Afrikaner by heritage, but grew up linguistically English. It is this fact that Julia
is vaguely aware of but unable to appreciate as an outsider, which causes John to identify as a
victim, rather than a perpetrator, of colonialism. On the family farm, he is met with disdain from
Margot’s sister and her family who claim that “from the heights of his englese education […]
John looks down on the Coetzees” (90); but when he returns to the farm to visit with this family,
he speaks Afrikaans, however difficult and unnatural the language has become to him as an
adult. Margot, perhaps the most affectionate of John’s friends throughout Summertime, even
wonders at his identity: “Does he really consider himself an Afrikaner? She doesn’t know many
real Afrikaners who would consider him one of the tribe […] nowadays at the very least you
need to vote National and attend church on Sundays” (95). In reality, Margot has more in
common linguistically with the black farmhand Hendrik, who can speak Afrikaans with an
informal, conversational ease. Ironically, John’s Afrikaner name causes Adrianna Nascimento to
argue that he is unqualified to tutor her young daughter in English, asking the girl, “Can’t this
school find a proper English teacher? I want you to learn proper English from a proper English
person” (157). When John defends his qualifications to Adriana, he ends with the statement,
“English is just one language among many” (161), emphasizing that English as well as Afrikaans
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are foreign languages to him. Linguistically dispossessed, John confesses to Margot that he has
been learning Hottentot, the language spoken by the nomadic Khoi tribes of Southwest Africa, a
dead and nearly forgotten language of the region. Margot cannot understand his interest in
learning it, as opposed to Xhosa or another language still widely spoken by the Africans of the
region. The answer he offers—“I am interested in the things we have lost, not the things we have
kept. [With Hottentot ] you can speak to the dead” (104)—does not resonate with a woman who
has grown up certain in her Afrikaner identity, among those who share her language and culture,
and on land which has belonged to her family for generations. John, alternately, experiences
none of those grounding certainties. As such, he identifies with the Hottentot people; they have
not vanished simply by being slaughtered to extinction by colonizers, they have been absorbed
by another ethno-linguistic group, and their identity has been corrupted a bit more each
generation until it disappeared. John’s anxiety is that he is an intermediate, that his culture has
been so diluted that it is indiscernible.
It is important to remember that Coetzee warns against the monological ideal because as
a life-writer, he desires license to contradict himself. Although John views his own identity as
being in crisis, Sophie reveals that John awaits a Utopian day “when family histories would have
become so tangled and intermixed that people would be ethnically indistinguishable” (233).
Notwithstanding the alarming undertones of social engineering inherent in this aspiration, John’s
idealism is coupled with an ardent aversion to engaging with the politics of the moment. When
Mr. Vincent suggests John has been apolitical, Sophie disagrees, characterizing him instead as
“anti-political. He thought politics brought out the worst in people” (228). She explains his
feeling that “politics is a symptom of our fallen state and expresses that fallen state. […] Even
the politics of liberation” (229). In fact, for someone who would like to project an image of John
that is opposed to politics, she is extraordinarily familiar with his political attitudes during their
relationship, claiming with confidence that John had been opposed to the liberation struggle in
South Africa—a particularly inflammatory suggestion to be made in 2008 about a beloved
national figure. She does qualify the statement by claiming he had believed that “the struggle
was just but the new South Africa toward which it strove was not Utopian enough for him”
(230). However, Sophie’s interview, the final voice before the bookend of John’s journals, leaves
the reader with a surprisingly naïve and potentially alarming image of John as a white South
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African who is indifferent to the suffering of his fellow countrymen because their revolutionary
goals do not reflect his own.
Summertime is an incontrovertibly South African text; however, it begins shortly after
John’s homecoming from the United States, under a cloud of suspicion. In fact, his distance from
South Africa is one of the most fundamental pieces of his white South African identity. As
Sophie observes with uncharacteristic astuteness, “[John] was happiest in the role of outsider. He
was not a joiner” (239). It is worth noting that three of the five interview subjects were born
outside of South Africa, and Martin has since left for England, leaving Margot as the only “true”
South African. In fact, Martin describes the strained relationship he and John shared with their
birthplace as white South Africans, noting how “our presence there was legal but illegitimate
[…] Whatever the opposite of native or rooted, that was what we felt ourselves to be” (209–10).
This guilt and uprootedness, as described earlier, result from their membership within a diasporic
community. Martin attributes their individual decisions to leave South Africa to this
identification. Another potential explanation for Sophie’s anti-political characterization of John
is John’s divestment from South Africa, which likely took place before they ever met. As Martin
explains, “We were reluctant to invest too deeply in the country, since sooner or later our ties to
it would have to be cut, our investment in it annulled” (211). It is this image of severing ties that
triggers within John the greatest emotional response. While on holiday at Voelfontein, he reflects
on how the vast expanses of landscape which surround the family farm “fill him with
melancholy [and] spoil him for life” (97). Regardless of his difficult relationship with the culture
of South Africa, the natural geography still conjures in him a response comparable to
Wordsworth’s sublime, and it is this aesthetic that binds him more than anything else to the land.
John’s inability to fully realize a South African identity, however, inspires in him the resolve
which leads eventually to his permanent expatriation. It is abundantly evident that this is not a
peculiar insecurity in John’s psyche, but instead indicative of a shared South African existence.
Margot, the quintessential South African of Summertime, is driven to wonder, “Why are we
spending our lives in dreary toil if it was never meant that people should live here, if the whole
project of humanizing the place was misconceived from the start?” (140). Still, Margot has spent
her whole life on the same piece of land, speaking her Afrikaans language with her Afrikaans
family. She is an Afrikaner first and a South African subsequently, and this secure identity
prevents her from ever leaving. No amount of encouragement from John or misfortune in health
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or finance will uproot Margot, whose own destiny is inextricably linked to the future of her
adopted homeland. This resignation to homelessness in the face of a nation that will soon belong
even less to the whites than it does in 1972 is why John’s decision to leave is met with
resentment from much of his family. “Not without reason, the Coetzees took it to mean he had
disowned his country, his family, his very parents” (131); if the Coetzee clan is doomed to work
their whole lives in the foreign soil on which they were born, the same should be expected of
John. This is the essence of Coetzee’s South African identity, the inheritor of crimes they did not
commit, on land they did not conquer, amidst a war they did not begin. In his final journal entry,
John is faced with whether to sacrifice his personal life to nurse his ailing father.
John’s relationship to the old man is in many ways a reflection of his relationship with
South Africa; his father is an Afrikaner who listens to German opera and belongs to a previous
generation. Ultimately, Summertime ends with John’s final address to his father: either he must
dedicate himself to his ailing parent until he eventually dies, or explain to him, “I cannot face the
prospect of ministering to you day and night. I am going to abandon you. Goodbye. One or the
other; there is no third way” (266). Whiteness in Coetzee’s South Africa is as much an
inadequacy as it is a privilege. Ultimately both John and J. M. must decide whether they will
keep up the charade of becoming a South African in the face of the new “Rainbow Nation.” In
the end, both John and J. M. are unable to reconcile their white South African identity, and since
they cannot renounce their whiteness, they abandon their country.
In the end, Coetzee is unable to write for himself an acceptable identity as a white South
African. As Sophie tells Vincent, “[John] believed our life stories [are] ours to construct as we
wish within or even against the constraints imposed by the real world” (227). This fluidity of
identity eventually gives Coetzee license to abandon the project of white identity construction in
the New South Africa, and declare himself Australian in spite of his own ethnic and historical
reality. Perhaps it is this failure, to fully understand and constitute himself in the world into
which he was born, that accounts for the impotence and disembodiment which characterizes his
persona. John, after all, is not a white South African at all but “a fiction of himself” (225).
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